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06/Ian Sussex died on May 10, 2015, and
with his passing, our community lost one
of the founding fathers of plant develop-
mental biology. Ian is remembered not
only for his keen intellect and enthusiasm,
but also for his gentle nature and gener-
osity of spirit.
Ian was born in Aukland, New Zealand,
and his fascination with plant life led him
to study botany as an undergraduate at
Aukland University College. Not contentwith the scope of research opportunities in New Zealand in the
early 1950's, Ian pursued graduate work at the University of
Manchester, England, where he worked with C.W. Wardlaw, Alan
Turing, and others. It was in this heady intellectual environment
that Ian turned his attention to how plant meristems function as
organizing centers, an interest that underpinned much of his sci-
entiﬁc career. During that time, Ian carried out his seminal
experiments deﬁning a meristem-derived positional signal that
patterns the surrounding tissues, now referred to as the ‘Sussex
signal’. After short stints at Harvard and Pittsburgh, Ian joined the
faculty at Yale in 1960.
During his time at Yale, Ian pursued many different aspects of
plant development, in many different species, always spurred on
by the extent to which he could answer an interesting question.
His mentoring philosophy reﬂected this attitude; Ian gave his
trainees enormous freedom in choosing research questions,
offering encouragement and advice, his only requirement being
that his trainees push themselves to think critically. This ﬂexibility
and support was incredibly invigorating, and I, like many others,
beneﬁtted enormously from the ability to shape my own scientiﬁc
direction at such an early stage of my career.
Ian's broad knowledge of plant biology led him to write, along
with his lifelong friend Taylor Steeves, the now classic text,bio.2015.05.019‘Patterns in Plant Development’. Ian's comprehensive knowledge
shone through in many other ways as well. For many years, Ian
held a Friday afternoon sherry hour (fueled mainly by beer) where
he would discuss the biology and life history of a ‘plant of the
week’, anything from a roadside weed to a hothouse ornamental.
Ian was particularly enamored of chimeric plants, and what chi-
merism could tell us about cell-to-cell signaling during plant
development. And, it was at Yale that Ian met his wife, Nancy Kerk,
then a graduate student in the plant biology program.
After 30 years at Yale, Ian took on a new challenge and moved
to a faculty position at the University of California, Berkeley. There,
Ian helped in establishing a reorganized plant biology department,
and continued to explore new questions and revisit old issues.
Upon retiring, and missing their coastal life in Connecticut, Ian and
Nancy moved back to the New Haven area. Even in retirement, Ian
continued to be actively engaged in research, setting up a little lab
in his own house. And well into his eighties, Ian would still pop
into my ofﬁce every week or so to discuss the latest advances in
plant developmental biology.
Ian's many accolades included The Lifetime Achievement
Award from the Society for Developmental Biology, SDB president
(1976–1977), the Yale Prize Teaching Award, and the Stephen
Hales Prize from the American Society for Plant Biology. While
these awards speak to Ian's professional accomplishments, they
perhaps do not completely reﬂect some of his greatest contribu-
tions. More than just a gifted scientist, Ian led by example, a model
of integrity, humility and commitment to excellence. Ian touched
many lives, and we will miss him.By Vivian Irish
